Possible Downside
And vitamin E was not without possible downsides in the ATBC Study. Although men taking the supplement had fewer deaths from ischemic heart disease and ischemic stroke, they had more hemorrhagic strokes, primarily in men with underlying hypertension. The overall stroke rate between the two study groups was not statistically different.
Researchers cannot transfer these results to the general population because hemorrhagic strokes were a small proportion of the total cause of death in the ATBC Study and because smokers are at greater risk of stroke already.
Any planned follow-up trial would have to take those and other disease outcomes into account. Specifics about the possible NCI study are far from determined beyond the possible inclusion of selenium supplementation. In a study of skin cancer patients reported in the December 1996 issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association, selenium supplements seemed to reduce the incidence of prostate cancer by 63% but not that of the basal or squamous cell skin cancers targeted.
-Kara Smigel
Using Lasers\and Light-Activated Drugs, Researchers Home in on Early Lung Cancers
Photodynamic therapy (PDT) -the use oflasers and light-activated drugs to kill tumors -now may be used to treat some lung cancer patients diagnosed at an early, presymptomatic stage of the disease.
In January, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration approved the use of Photofrin (porfimer sodium) in PDT for patients with microinvasive lung cancer who are not eligible for surgery or radiotherapy.
Photofrin is already approved in the United States for palliative treatment of certain cancers (see News, Jan. 15, 1997), but this is the first approval of PDT in North America for a potentially curative use. It was previously approved for early stage lung cancer treatment in Japan and Germany.
One group of patients who stand to benefit is those who have been successfully treated in the past for lung cancer or head and neck cancer, or who have a recurrence but cannot have radiotherapy or surgery safely again.
"These patients are at a point where there's not a lot to be done for themthat's why this is a significant improve- Photofrin is injected intravenously, and concentrates in tumor cells. The drug is then activated by laser light delivered to the tumor through a fiber-optic endoscope, producing a toxic form of oxygen that destroys cancer cells. Necrotic tissue is removed later through the bronchoscope.
Another Option
The most serious side effect of Photofrin is photosensitivity of the skin; patients must stay out of the sun and other bright light for 4 to 6 weeks.
Even Roswell Park is planning a trial of early detection using sputum cytology and the fluorescent bronchoscope in patients previously treated for lung or head and neck cancer. Patients discovered to have new lung cancers will be treated with PDT or other modalities depending on what is most appropriate for each.
"I predict that in coming years more microinvasive cancer will be found and 418 NEWS will be treatable with photodynamic therapy," Lam said.
Meanwhile, researchers at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minn., and Jacksonville, Fla., are testing PDT for another group of early stage lung cancer patients, who have squamous-cell lung cancers that have not penetrated the bronchial wall. Surgery is the usual treatment for these patients, but it caries the risk of complications such as loss of pulmonary function when substantial sections of lung are removed.
"Our hypothesis was that photodynamic therapy could reduce the risk of surgery, preserve lung tissue, and decrease costs without sacrificing therapeutic effectiveness," said Denis A. Cortese, M.D., of Mayo Jacksonville. "Our goal was to evaluate the effectiveness of photodynamic therapy by determining how many patients could ultimately be spared surgery."
In an article published in the July 1997 Mayo Clinic Proceedings, Cortese and colleagues reported that nine of 21 patients were treated successfully with PDT and spared surgery, with 2 to 10 years of follow-up.
A similar trial on PDT as an alternative to surgery is being conducted in Japan, and interim analysis "lends further support to the concept that PDT is an effective alternative to surgical resection," Harubumi Kato, M.D., Ph.D., of Tokyo Medical College wrote in an editorial on the Cortese study.
In an earlier study, Kato and his colleagues found that PDT is more costeffective than surgery for early stage lung cancer. The total cost per surgically treated patient was $14,948, while the cost per patient treated with PDT was $8,475. Whether or not additional investigations confirm that HMTV, EBV, or any other virus is indeed implicated as a
